Introduction
The misery of Chinese women throughout history is well known: the binding of feet, female infanticide, loveless marriages, second wives, widow's obedience to eldest son, widow suicide and concubinage. This often-horrific oppression of Chinese women is typically blamed on Confucianism and not without some justification. The attribution of the misery of women in China to Confucianism is representatively expressed by the contemporary scholar, Julia Ching: "Confucius might have been revolutionary in some respects, but in others, he was too much of a traditionalist, keeping the ways of the Chou and rejecting those of earlier periods. An area in which Confucian humanism shows its limitations regards the role of women. The process for subjugating women to men began before Confucius, with the development of the patriarchal kinship system associated with the ancestral cult of the Chou period, together with confirmation of the hereditary male principle in the successions to the throne. The ritual texts speak of the 'three obediences', subjecting women to their fathers, then to husbands, and then to sons during widowhood. Doubtless, Confucius supported the patriarchal character of society in general." (94) The common opinion is that the denigration and abuse of women in ancient China is a direct result of Confucianism.
In this paper we shall not try to explain away Confucius's (and, therefore well.
A Confucian Defense of the Social Equality of Women to Men
In the West, historically, the paradigm human being is often the man with his purportedly Mencius, of all the Confucian writers, most clearly and systematically defends the view that human nature is adequately equipped for the attainment of virtue. Most famous for propounding the belief that humans are by nature good, Mencius discusses the natural moral capacities of human beings. Three interrelated Mencian doctrines most relevant to this discussion are xin (the heart-mind), duan (the four sprouts) and compassion. In a single remarkable passage he brings together these doctrines: "As for their qing, "what they genuinely are," they can become good. This is what I mean by calling their natures good…. Humans all have the heart of compassion. Humans all have the heart of disdain.
Humans all have the heart of respect. Humans all have the heart of approval and 4 disapproval. The heart of compassion is benevolence. The heart of disdain is righteousness. The heart of respect is propriety. The heart of approval and disapproval is wisdom. Benevolence, righteousness, propriety and wisdom are not welded to us externally. We inherently have them.'" (Mencius 6A:6) Mencius locates the central moral faculty of persons in the heart (xin), which integrates the affective and the intellectual sides of human nature. All people (ren p ), men and women alike, are equipped with xin which is productive of virtue unless impeded by one's environment or one's desires. In another passage Mencius writes that all human beings are endowed in their xin with the so-called 'Four Beginnings' (duan). Duan is best translated "sprout" suggesting partially developed natural human potencies for the cultivation of virtue: "The heart of compassion is the sprout of benevolence [ren] . The heart of disdain is the sprout of righteousness [yi] . The heart of deference is the sprout of propriety [li] . Although women and men are valuationally equal and equally equipped to become virtuous, the early Confucians accepted the traditional role-assignations of women to the home and men to the state. This is due in part, we suggest, to a lack of empirical information on the part of the early Confucians: that women are capable of doing the same sorts of practical and intellectual tasks that men can do. This is something that early Confucians (like early Aristotelians) did not know, because their historical contexts provided very few examples of capable women. However, a more consistent Confucian theory of man and woman should require that capable women be permitted access to ruling roles in society.
Rule by virtue
The Confucian case for gender-equity need not and we believe should not depend upon gender differences. The Confucian case for gender-equity depends most essentially on the rejection of rule by heredity in favor of rule by virtue. According to Confucianism, kings must rule wisely and justly or the Mandate of Heaven will be revoked. One's right to rule is determined, therefore, not by one's heredity but by one's moral rectitude. The hope of the just person is that one of their descendants might become king (Mencius 1B:14)
Confucianism envisions a division of labor according to virtue and ability (Mencius 3A:4, 4A:7) with those of high virtue as rulers and the person with the most wisdom and virtue as emperor. The problematic result of appointing ministers on the basis of heredity is they may be unfit to rule. Mencius commends the appointment of "good and wise people" which implies that people of "low position" may be appointed over people of "exalted rank" and "distant relatives over near ones;" he concludes: "If the person turns out to be good and wise, then and only then should that person be given office." (Mencius 1B:7;
Lau translation) This revolutionary doctrine defies the traditional stratification of social roles based on kinship and wealth. In its place, social roles should be assigned according to moral merit and competence.
The central importance of virtue for the ruler is related to the Confucian understanding of the purpose of the state: its end is moral rectitude, the means is a harmonious political order. Since the Confucian assigns roles based on virtue and wisdom (and not on heredity and wealth), a Confucian society is more likely to result in a stable and flourishing society that permits and encourages moral cultivation. Assigning roles based on competence opens up the possibility that the peasant can and, in the right circumstances, should become the ruler. Here is the revolutionary and pragmatic consequence of Confucianism: any political order that was unified, harmonious, tranquil and stable could attain the end the moral rectitude. And the justifying principle--merit trumps kinship--is easily extended to women. Women were not considered morally or 8 intellectually defective and so are equal to men in their capacity to become ren v . Women, therefore, should be permitted access to those social roles that they merit and for which they are competent.
Let us make clear the argument of this section. We are not claiming that any
Confucian stated that women could achieve as much virtue as men (indeed, many of the authors seem to assume the contrary). We are claiming that the traditional Confucian texts offer no plausible account of why women cannot achieve as much virtue as men. Mencius, for example, does not state that women could be sages, and does not even consider the possibility that women could be sages, but given what Mencius says about the goodness of human nature, why couldn't women be sages? If granted access to the means of moral and intellectual self-cultivation, there is no principial reason to claim that women could not become sages.
The Lost Confucian Book
Although the title of this section is facetious, the form of Confucianism rooted in I Ching metaphysics that we've presented suggests a book that Confucius should have written.
Suppose, as the early Confucian believed, that there are initial differences between men and women. And suppose that I Ching does provide the metaphysical foundations for
Confucianism, that the ideal human being is a harmonious unity of yin and yang. Granting Mencius, who offers considerably more advice to rulers than Confucius, commends the rule of benevolence over rule by force. Mencius and Confucius alike commend, it is worth noting, not the absence of power but the development of a power different from brute force. The strength of benevolence will transform the nation:
"Mencius said, 'One who puts benevolence into effect through the transforming influence of morality will become a true King…When people submit to force they do not do so willingly but because they are not strong enough. When people submit to the transforming influence of morality they do so sincerely, with admiration in their hearts.'" (Mencius 2A:3; Lau translation) For the Confucian society exists to create a stable environment for
